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Introduction

· Preaching stool

· Orthodox Service, Bishop, standing for 2.5 hrs (incl. prostration, singing, kneeling)

· Stand in reverence for God’s Word :: Read Scripture :: PRAY
Background

· Israelites are enslaved by the Egyptians, they cry out to God and…God hears their cry

· God delivers them from the clutches of the Egyptians, and leads them right into the clutches of the desert, of thirst, of hunger, of wandering

· They receive the 10 Commandments from God, they fight many battles, have an experience with God at Mt. Sinai, try a few times to get into the Promised Land

· We can’t really be too hard on them
· I wonder how many hunters we have in here this morning – have any of you experienced hunger? thirst? sore-feet? tiredness? in your few day adventures??

· This is 40 years we’re talking – God delivered them and so they expected to be DELIVERED, not wandering and sojourning for 40 years – I know if I was in their shoes, I too would be saying “You know, it was pretty much better back in Egypt!”

Brings us to Deuteronomy

· Here they are, camped on the plains of Moab, by the Jordan River, anxious and so ready to cross that river and what does God decide to do??? Give them some history lessons and, what my mom used to call, “character development time” – but that ended up being a flop

· Moses has been told that he would not be allowed to enter the Promised Land, and it was actually Joshua who would lead the Israelites

· Deuteronomy means second law, and the whole book is basically a reaffirmation of the covenant between God and Israel.
· Moses gives 3 addresses/messages in the book:
· 1. What God has done for us
· a recap, they needed that, both times the 10 Commandments are given, God first says: “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery…”
· 2. Principles for Godly living
· 3. A call for commitment to God
The Sabbatical Year

Our passage finds its home in Moses’ 2nd address. Moses is giving instructions for what is to happen during the sabbatical year.

The sabbatical year is the 7th year, and their years happened in cycles of seven. Many of you may be familiar with the Year of Jubilee, and this is very similar to the sabbatical year, for it is the 50th year. After 7 of the 7-yr cycles, after 49 years, we have the Year of Jubilee. 

In the sabbatical year, there were essentially 3 things that happened:

· The land was to be left fallow (plowed but unseeded) and they were to live off of the stored produce from the previous year. They were not allowed to gather any of what grew in the unseeded land, but it was left for all classes of people, and animals to eat as they wished

· Slaves were set free, although some think it was 7 years from when they began their time of servitude, and not necessarily when the Sabbatical Year came around

· Debts were to be cancelled. This is where verse 1 comes in: “Every seventh year you shall grant a remission of debts.” The NIV says “you must cancel debts.”

· IN ADDITION, during the Year of Jubilee, all lands that had been traded, sold, bargained for, were returned to their original owners.

Looking at the Text

But what is up with this cancellation of debts anyway, let’s look at a few things in the text:

v.1: Every seventh year you shall grant a remission of debts.

· The whole rest of the passage is simply a commentary instructions on how to do what v.1 tells us to do. Moses brings this command from God into a society where this just seems completely opposite of what’s happening. They’re trying to build an economy, to survive, and this seems to go against it. To forgive the debts, completely.

· Any bankers in here this morning? How would this work? Every 7th year, you just decide to wipe the slates clean?

· Now, we are giving a little clarification in v.3
v.3: Of a foreigner you may exact it, but you must remit your claim on whatever any member of your community owes you.

· If the person was simply passing through the area, just on business, if they were from some other tribe or area, you didn’t have to forgive their debt – BUT if it was anyone from your community…the debt is gone.

They’re Gonna Get Blessed

v.4: because the LORD is sure to bless you, v.6: When the LORD your God has blessed you, v.10 the LORD your God will bless you in all your work and in all that you undertake
· While the people must not have understood the law fully, or really wanted to do it, it’s clear that the Lord says they will be blessed by following it. Their community will flourish, they’ll be able to lend to many nations, but they won’t borrow, they will be strong and powerful…

God Knows the Hearts of Man

v.7-9: do not be hard-hearted or tight-fisted toward your needy neighbor. 8 You should rather open your hand, willingly lending enough to meet the need, whatever it may be. 9 Be careful that you do not entertain a mean thought, thinking, “The seventh year, the year of remission, is near,” and therefore view your needy neighbor with hostility and give nothing; your neighbor might cry to the LORD against you, and you would incur guilt.

· God knew some would not want to follow this law. God knew that some people might even try to take advantage of this law.

· Some might think, “Hey, the sabbatical year is almost coming – let’s go get a loan” and the loan officer might think to herself, “These people are surely not going to pay it back before the 7th year, so I am NOT going to give them the loan.”

· What does God say about this?

Questions

· So, there’s the text, basically. God has called the Israelites to engage in regularly scheduled debt-cancellation. If they do it, he’s going to bless them. If they don’t do it, they’ll be sinning.

· Now, there are some obvious questions here:

· Did they even actually do it? : nice law, but…is it even feasible, financially? economically? could people still make a living?
· We have a verse in  Neh 10.31, after they were coming back from Exile and they were recommitting their lives to God and to God’s laws, and it says: Every seventh year we will forgo working the land and will cancel all debts. Some think that because it had to be mentioned specifically here again, this means that they HADN’T practiced the law prior to the exile.
· There is also a question about what remission actually means. Some argue that it wasn’t a full and clear cancellation of the debt, but that the due date was simply pushed back a year – but that they were still accountable for the debt. Others say, no, it clearly states that the debt is to be cancelled and forgiven.
What is the Law Calling People To Do?
It’s calling them to put the good of the community ahead of their individual goods; God says if you obey this law, if you do what I’m telling you, if you cancel debts, if you leave the land fallow, I will be with you. I will bless you and you’ll be glad you did it – sure, it may be hard, sure you may “think” someone owes you and in some cases, someone really may owe you something, but you’re going to put it aside and say I want the community to thrive more than my own betterment

How Does This Relate to Wendell
This text speaks specifically to us – who are not Israelites but members of a community. We are members of the Wendell United Presbyterian Church – whether you have gone through the membership process or not, if you call this church your church home, you are a member here. We are members of the greater Body of Christ as well – we are a people who God has called and he is calling us NOW to put the community above ourselves, to put the good of our brothers and sisters above ourselves.

Last week Mark talked about some of the difficulties and joys of loving people in the family of God. We were formed for God’s family – and it’s not easy. I’m looking out at people in this congregation – all who have been here longer than I have, life-time members, people who have been here 5, 10, 15, 20 years. And I’m going to take a guess that there have been times when some people in this church didn’t get along. Didn’t agree on certain things. Just guessing here.

But I’m going to guess again that there are people in this room right now who have had disagreements, miscommunications – and these have not been resolved. No doubt – we are a family and who can tell me the name of one family that has never had an issue…it’s to be expected. Is it good? No. Is it right to hold things over people? No. Is it good to harbor ill-feelings toward each other? No. Does it happen in churches, among Christians, here in our church? Yes. 

There are some of us in the room that think we have debts that need to be repaid. There are some of us who think, or who know, we’re owed some money, and we’re just sitting and waiting for our debtors to come and pay us. And the sabbatical year is approaching…and God has a word for us today, in Wendell, ID, and God’s word is: You must cancel debts. And in 4 words, it’s as simple as that.

God is calling us to lay aside our rights, our views, our pride, our stubbornness, ourselves – and to cancel debts. To say that this body of Christ, this church, this family of God is more important to me than whether or not I’m right, or I get paid back what I think is due me. It’s more important than me holding this leverage over someone’s head – and because I believe this, because I want equality amidst this community, I’m going to forgive.
Quote from Walter Brueggemann, Presby. seminary prof
He talks about the power we hold over each other, the things we hold over each other, the social leverage we use, and he concludes with this statement: “The despair lasts until the vicious cycles are broken. Moses proposes that the breaking can happen by generous, intentional acts that forgo advantage for the sake of communal equity. We are invited to reflect upon social leverage and mortgage, upon advantage and humiliation, upon attitudes driven by mean calculation, and upon actions that can overcome fatedness. This is the community that, before the hour of worship is out, will pray for forgiveness, ‘as we forgive our debtors.’ Forgiveness is first of all an economic matter in the Bible, and it concerns exactly the cancellation of debts.”

Matthew Henry Commentary on the Bible
“This year of release typified the grace of the gospel, in which is proclaimed the acceptable year of the Lord, and by which we obtain the release of our debts, that is, the pardon of our sins, and we are taught to forgive injuries, as we are and hope to be forgiven of God.”

Application: Let’s Cancel Some Debts!
This is how we are going become like Christ. Rick Warren’s purpose for this week is that We were created to become like Christ! What better way to practice becoming like Christ than to practice the act of forgiveness, before it’s too late!
Open Secrets Story

· Richard Lischer, currently a professor at Duke Divinity School, young, late ‘20s Lutheran pastor with a Ph.D.

· Misunderstanding with the President of the Congregation, Leonard; b/c of a miscommunication, a small misunderstanding, they didn’t speak to one another

· anyone ever been in that situation?

· One day, a woman from the congregation Beulah called Pastor Richard and said, “I took them. I took my pills” Richard asked, “How many?” Beulah replied, “All of them.” Richard, on his way over to Beulah’s house, called Leonard and he met him there, and together, they ended up saving her life.

· The story has a good ending, but it took a traumatic event of a suicide-attempt in the congregation to finally Richard and Leonard back together and to bring about forgiveness…

Conclusion

· I hope and pray that it wouldn’t take huge, dramatic events like that in the life of our congregation to bring about forgiveness and reconciliation.

· I would hope and pray that we would put our own betterment aside, our own preferences aside, our own thoughts aside, and, for the good of the body, the ENTIRE body, be people of forgiveness, be people who cancel debts.
· God will bless the Israelites for following the law, God will bless us when we seek forgiveness.
· If for no other reason than Jesus cancelled all of our debts, but also hopefully that we would be people who want to continue to be formed into who Christ wants us to become!
· And BY that, to be a people of debt-cancellation – of forgiveness, and of Christ.
